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INFORMAL TRADE: LOOKING BEYOND THE TREES
ISSUE
Informal and regional timber trades are commonly 
understood and primarily viewed as domestic trade. 
The development of these informal and regional 
trades is not only fueled by factors such as the 
dynamics of economic growth and local livelihoods, 
and the globalisation and increasing interdependence 
of economies, but also the weakening of the states, 
and institutions in the less developed countries. There 
are increasing indications and analyses, showing the 
growth and the extent of the informal trades beyond 
national borders, either for chainsaw milled (primary) 
or processed timbers
Regional informal timber trades in Asia (Indonesia, 
Philippines, Vietnam and South China) and in 
Africa (Cameroon, Nigeria, Niger, Chad, Sudan and 
Ghana) are becoming abundant re ecting similar 
developments as in agricultural products.
PROBLEM/ OPPORTUNITY
Increasing attention on unregulated forest products 
trades appears to be parallel to the increasing 
concerns on the sustainability of the timber resources.  
Conversely many international dialogues on forest 
resources sustainability, as well as local livelihoods 
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and trade address the issues in state and formal 
institutional levels. The numerous protocols 
and actions such as Forest Law Enforcement, 
Governance and Trade (FLEGT), Reducing 
Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation (REDD+) and Clean Development 
Mechanism (CDM) either ignore the growth 
of these informal and undocumented regional 
timber trade, or categorise them as illegal timber  
trade and institutional reinforcement issues.
Nevertheless, as indicated by the growing 
literature on these markets, the regional 
informal trades are mostly not caused by crime 
or corrupted governments, but are the result 
of traditional network trades tackling the local 
livelihoods. Traditions, ethnic networks and 
small units of transportation and transformation 
are the only weapons assisting local people in 
less developed and remote areas. The ethnic 
networks of Haoussa, Bamileke and Aladji traders 
in Africa, or Bugis, Indian and Chinese traders 
in Asia are legal when they trade onions and 
vegetables, but are deemed illegal when they 
trade timber.  Why do onion and cassava informal 
trades deserve incentives and training, while 
informal timber trade generates trade barriers? 
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The two problems here are the perspective we use, 
and how to tackle development in remote areas. 
REDD, CDM and FLEGT contain elements of local 
development and poverty eradication. But consider 
the cost of organising a FLEGT conference in Kuala 
Lumpur, including accommodation, air travel and 
salaries of participants which are equivalent to 
building a kampung school in Sabah or Sarawak 
and the salary of teachers for up to two years of 
service. The issue here is not the reallocation of 
resources or the replacement of conferences but 
rather is the readjustment of the perspective. 
OPTIONS
Beyond the trees which are seen as the short-
term conferences and actions, lies the forest 
which are the long-term commitment comprising 
small actions of high impact. Given training and 
education, it is not impossible that people of less 
developed and remote areas who today are the 
main proponents of informal timber trades would 
change their ways.They would still trade timber 
but preferably in a more sustainable way thus 
able to link between trade and the environmental 
impacts. Actions have to start at the kampung 
schools and the commitment has to be consistent. 
The results of such actions only unfold from 15 to 
20 years later. Steady e? orts are required from the 
policy makers to continue the actions. However 
committed, educated and responsible players 
are those that will be able to tackle the delicate 
balance between the local livelihood and trade 
gains, and the sustainability issues that the society 
owes to its environment.
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